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The guidelines are also important for accountability. They specify who can do what; clear and explicit nursing actions should match the scope of practice. Communication is enhanced in the occupational health setting in that everyone follows the same procedure. This is especially important to ensure continuity of care when contract nurses and part-time nurses are employed in worksites.
Finally, continuing education is emphasized as protocols, standing orders, and practice guidelines are periodically evaluated for appropriateness and accuracy. As knowledge increases and treatment approaches change, they must be updated to reflect those changes. Clinical knowledge and judgment are key factors in providing safe, quality health care.
Issues to Consider
Evaluate OTC medications used in the occupational health setting. Many OTC medications contain alcohol and other compounds such as antihistamines that can induce drowsiness, impair performance, and possibly cause serious work-related injuries. Some OTC medications warn against driving a vehicle or operating heavy machinery while taking the medicine. Consider the effects of the medication in relation to employees' jobs. Can employees take this medication and still perform their jobs safely? What OTC medications can be used that do not contain performance impairing substances?
Consider OTC medication interaction with prescription medications. Ask employees about any prescription medications they are currently taking. Educate employees about potential medication interactions. Have an accessible reference on commonly occurring OTC/prescription medication interactions. One good resource is the PDR Guide to Drug Interactions, Side Effects, Indications, and Contraindications (1997) .
Befamiliar with the medication and its effects. Before administering any medication, the occupational and environmental health nurse should be familiar with the medication's actions, side effects, interactions with other food or medication, and any precautions to be taken. In addition, the nurse should determine if the worker has any allergies.
Be prepared for adverse reactions to certain medications. Keep necessary antidotes on hand. This is essential, as the occupational and environmental health nurse must anticipate any untoward effects of medication.
Options exist for OTC medication use in the occupational health setting. Based on state laws, staffing patterns, policy of the worksite, and workforce acceptance, occupational and environmental health nurses can decide which option(s) ! best fit their particular situation. Often they use a combination of alternatives to meet the health needs of the workers in their settings. The following options are listed in order of no nurse involvement to the highest nurse responsibility. The standing orders or protocols should be written, dated, approved, and signed by a licensed physician and nursing staff. Review them at least annually, revise them as needed, and date and sign them after each review.
Over-the-counter medications may be administered in the occupational health service. How they are administered is guided by pertinent state laws, available resources (e.g. staff, time, cost, etc.), and policies of the organization.
